Population was a hot subject in public debate and scientific discourses of 19th century Europe. Follow- ing Malthus' provocative essay on the principle of population, it became a central issue in social theory as well as a source of inspiration to Darwin's theory of evolution. Contrary to Malthus' pessimistic view, Herbert Spencer suggested that the tension between population growth and environmental resources is the major force pushing society toward progress, whereas Karl Marx considered this tension to be false (consciousness), suggesting that the real problem is an uneven distribution in a Capitalist society. For Darwin, as he notes in his writings, Malthus ideas were a source of inspiration to the mechanism of natural/environmental selection.
Since then the issue of population has attracted scientists in many disciplinary domains: social theorists, anthropologists, life-scientists, geographers, environmentalists, urban and regional planners, system analysts, and ofcourse, demographers, social workers, family planners and others. The study of population from so many aspects enriched our knowledge and understanding enormously: we have today much better and detailed data on population than ever before, we understand much better the inter-relationships between economic, cultural and biological forces which affect population. Moreover, never before have we been so well equipped with high speed computers with highly sophisticated programs, which enable us to manipulate data, run simulations and suggest demographic forecasts. And yet, despite all the progress, the basic dilemmas are still with us: today, on the verge of the 21 st century, "the population bomb" is still a threat, some say more menacing than ever before and on a larger, This special issue comes to explore these dilemas from four different perspectives: from the perspective of the theory of self-organization, from the perspective of medicine and family planning, in relation to economics and the notion of carrying capacity, and with respect to environmental ethics and politics.
PART ONE: SYNERGETICS, SELF-ORGANIZATION AND POPULATION
As is well recorded in the literature, the notion of "progress" which dominated social theory, and the notion of "evolution" which dominated the life sciences, were from the start intimately interrelated mainly by their implied view of an upward-tending process of change. This was not the case, however, with the "hard" sciences which were dominated by the Newtonian world view of a mechanistic universe and by classical thermodynamics with its downward-tending process of change leading to maximum entropy. The various notions of self-organization which are emerging in recent decades seem to change this inconsistency. They suggest that progress and evolution are properties of the material world too, that is to say, these new theories have found in the domain of matter properties hithertoo assigned to the life, social and human domains, with the implications (a) that the questions of evolution and progress have now become questions of the hard sciences and consequently of science as a whole, and (b) that for the first time we are now in a position to examine a question such as the relations between population, environment and society, as a question of science as a whole a phenomenon or a common ground around which a genuine discourse between people from the hard and soft sciences can develop. The papers that form Part are related to the various facets of the theory of self-organization.
While all writers share the conviction that the population-environment-society triangle is a highly complex self-organizing system, some of them, in particular Allen, refer to the issue by emphasing general theoretical aspects, whereas others, like PART THREE: ENVIRONMENTAL CARRYING CAPACITY Environmental Carrying Capacity is the modern term to the Malthusian notion that there is a limit to human kind's ability to exploite the environment.
The term is important and interesting. Important, since it refers to some of the most acute problems of modern society and its relation to the environment (which also from the titles of Ross and Amir papers): "will there be enough food on the table?", or "is it possible to eat the cake and have it?". Carrying capacity is also an interesting term because, on the one hand, it is a straightforward term which can immediately and intuitively be grasped. But on the other hand, when you get closer and try to formally define and measure it, you run into problems: the notion is intimately related to culture, beliefs and religions, to economics, social structure and politics. Many environmental problems are by their nature global in scale and thus disregard political boundaries and nation state. That is to say, the world's socio-spatial order of a humanity divided into nations, national territories and their governments. A global environmental world-view thus conflicts with, and in some cases challenges, the nationalistic world view which dominates modern society. Furthermore, in some cases solving a global population-environment problem might threaten the quality of the environment at a local-national scale. These issues are discussed in Part 4 in the papers of Curtin, Norton and Nash.
